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 “People say Courbet was able to capture the whole atmosphere of Paris in a single female nude.  Paris, however I can 
show in the carcass of an ox.”1 
INTRODUCTION 
Housing the largest group of paintings by Chaïm Soutine in the world, the Musée de 
L’Orangerie is a museum small in scale located prominently on the bank of the Seine, adjacent to the 
place de la Concorde.  The sizable collection of artwork by Soutine is an outcome of the French 
state’s acquisition of works formerly belonging to the dealer Paul Guillaume in the late 1950s.2  
Upon entering the museum, one is confronted by two spacious, circular, and light-filled rooms, 
home to six paintings of Claude Monet’s Les Nymphéas series.  To access the rest of the museum’s 
holdings, a visitor must descend a staircase and cross a hallway showcasing several highlights of the 
Jean Walter-Paul Guillaume collection, including paintings by Paul Cézanne and Pierre-Auguste 
Renoir.  Secluded in the farthest corner of the museum, a dim room contains seven still-life 
paintings by Soutine, segregated from his fifteen other paintings of landscapes and portraits, in 
addition to the rest of Guillaume’s collection located in the museum.3  A painter of both life and 
death, Soutine presents a constant subject in his still-life paintings, carcasses of hares, cattle, and 
fowl.4  A meagerly researched wall label describes the art and life of Soutine:  
Twenty-two paintings by the Russian painter Chaïm Soutine (1893-1943) were brought  
together by Paul Guillaume, who was passionate about these “portraits in which reason and  
madness struggle and find a balance.”  Having arrived in Paris in 1912, Chaïm Soutine would  
																																																						
1 Chaïm Soutine asserted this statement to his longtime art dealer, Zborowski when referencing Flayed Beef, 
1925 as referenced in Klaus H Carl, Chaïm Soutine (New York: Parkstone Press International, 2015), 71.   
2 The prominent art dealer Paul Guillaume, who collected the likes of Picasso, Matisse, Modigliani, and 
Rousseau, died an early and unexpected death in 1934 at the age of 43, leaving the entirety of his collection in 
the hands of his widow, Juliette Lacaze.  Lacaze proceeded to marry the architect Jean Walter and together 
they purged the majority of the works in the Guillaume collection, including portraits by Modigliani and 
paintings by Soutine.  In the late 1950s and early 60s, the museum was able to acquire the collection, resulting 
in the name the “Jean Walter-Paul Guillaume collection.”   
3 The carcass paintings by Soutine are sectioned off into a separate room in the museum.  Soutine’s portraits 
and landscapes are displayed in more prominent gallery, adjacent to the Modigliani portrait collection.    
4 The room holds four fowl carcasses (one pheasant, two turkeys, and one plucked chicken), one hanging 
rabbit carcass, and one calf’s head.  
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later go to the south of France where he painted tormented landscapes.  The people he  
depicted are melancholic, stereotyped to the point of caricature.  They wear outfits in vividly  
contrasting colors.  For his still-lifes, he chose images of slaughtered animals, highlighting 
the blood-streaked flesh.  His paintings were produced in series: gladioli, poultry, game, 
trades people, and choirboys.  The turbulent appearance and Expressionist power of his 
work are supported by a solid construction, learned from the Old Masters he studied at the 
Musée du Louvre.  Soutine’s process involved a series of simplifications.  Color is subtly 
worked, with whites and reds enhanced by a multitude of reflections.  Towards the end of 
his life, Soutine painted delicate portraits using light brushstrokes.   
Written to be presented alongside Soutine’s striking carcass imagery, the label simultaneously 
misidentifies and erases aspects intrinsic to Soutine’s identity as an Eastern European Jewish artist 
living and creating in interwar Paris.  Although categorized as a Russian painter, Soutine neither 
spoke Russian nor identified with the nationality, as he was raised in a Yiddish-speaking village.  
Simultaneously, the museum fails to address the causality of the artist’s death in 1943.  Before dying 
while in hiding during World War II, Soutine created art with deeper significance than his tendency 
to paint “delicate portraits using light brushstrokes.”   
 Despite the location of the carcasses, Soutine illuminates the bleak space through his 
painting of the seven canvases.  With each painting situated in the gallery, whether it be The Rabbit 
(1923) or The Plucked Chicken (1925), Soutine is not simply fascinated by blood-streaked flesh, rather 
the artist desires to present his complex relationship with assimilation by evoking themes of his 
status as an émigré artist and inspiration from the Old Masters of the Louvre.  This paper seeks to 
contextualize this sentiment of wavering identity by analyzing Soutine’s pictorial evolution with 
regard to his carcass series.  I argue that Soutine’s carcasses directly correlate to his evolving status as 
a foreigner in Paris.  By exploring Soutine’s carcass paintings, I would like to examine the artist’s 
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dual identity as both an accomplished artist in France and an outsider, in an attempt to emphasize 
the nuance and complexities of self-image in the artistry of Soutine.   
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CHAPTER 1: THE LIMINAL EXISTENCE OF CHAÏM SOUTINE 
The Petit Hercule is born: Soutine’s Early Life in the Shtetl 
Towards the end of Soutine’s career, the French writer Pierre Drieu La Rochelle published a 
review of Soutine’s oeuvre, writing as an introductory statement, “He emerges from the shadow like 
a fetus into the light.  He strikes at it, tears it, makes it scream.  The little Hercules knows his power 
but is always wounded, always infirm.5  Unfortunately, Soutine’s birth was not nearly as theatrical as 
Drieu’s narrative of the petit Hercule.  In 1893, Soutine was born in Smilovitchi, a small village or 
shtetl, twenty kilometers from Minsk in present-day Belarus.6  The tenth child of eleven, Soutine’s 
early life experiences were marked by the family’s poverty.7  Soutine resented his father and 
sympathized with his hard-working mother, once stating:  
I still feel upset—even today, when I think how much my mother went short for me!   
Feeding eleven children!  More like twelve, for my father was like a child, always hungry and  
sometimes he would take a morsel off my plate for himself.  It was awful for my mother to  
watch that.  So she would go without, poor dear, and I am convinced she did without much.8   
As Drieu suggests towards the end of his review, Soutine “received the gift of painting upon birth, 
but this gift burned his eyes and brain like a red-hot iron.”9  Drieu is referring to the suffocation of 
the young Soutine’s artistic talent by his family and community.10  Raised in an Ultra-Orthodox 
																																																						
5 Drieu La Rochelle, “Soutine,” Formes : revue internationale des arts plastiques (1930): 4-8.   
6 In current scholarship, there is dispute whether Soutine’s nationality is Russian or Lithuanian.  Soutine was 
raised in a small Yiddish-speaking village or shtetl in the Russian Empire, as noted in Pierre Courthion, 
Soutine: Peintre du déchirant (Lausanne: Edita, 1972), 11.  Despite the village’s location, Soutine was not a citizen 
of the Russian Empire nor did he speak Russian.  For this reason, I will refer to Soutine as an Eastern 
European Jew rather than Lithuanian or Russian.   
7 Often mislabeled in scholarship as a tailor, it is now known that Soutine’s father, Salomon Sutin, mended 
old clothes and repaired shoes, as referenced by Antanas Andrijauskas, Litvak art in the context of the École de 
Paris (Vilna: Library of Vilnius Auction, 2008), 84.  In terms of the labor hierarchy of the shtetl, the job of the 
mender was beneath that of the tailor or cobbler.   
8 As quoted to Marevna Vorobëv in Life with the Painters of La Ruche (Athelhampton: Constable, 1972), 23.   
9 Drieu La Rochelle, “Soutine,” 4-8.   
10 As noted by Andrijauskas in Litvak art in the context of the École de Paris, 86, Soutine was punished brutally 
upon his father’s discovery any creation of art.  Despite this, Soutine began to sketch at the age of ten.   
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Jewish village, his art was forbidden as a result of the community’s strict following of Jewish law and 
subsequently, the second commandment.11  In an act of rebellion, Soutine would sketch images of 
his family and surroundings with charcoal onto walls and papers scraps.  As he grew older, Soutine 
would often escape to the forest at night, stealing a sugar lump or boiled potato, only returning once 
the hunger grew too bothersome to bear.12  Living in poverty, the few times a year Soutine’s family 
could afford meat were holidays, such as the eve of Yom Kippur, in which:  
It was a custom to transfer your sins to a chicken on the day before Yom Kippur.  This was 
called shlugn kapures.  Each person would say a prayer while swinging a chicken over his or 
her head, a rooster for a male and a hen for a female.  At the end of the prayer, you would 
point to the bird and say three times, “You for death, me for life.”  The chicken was our 
scapegoat.  If you were rich, you would carry the bird to the shoykhet to be killed.  You would 
cook it and eat it as part of the last meal before the Yom Kippur fast.13 
The memory of the slaughter impressed upon Soutine’s consciousness, as in the 1920s, he would 
describe the experience of the butcher’s slaughter:  
Once I saw the village butcher slice the neck of a bird and drain the blood out of it.  I  
wanted to cry out, but his joyful expression caught the sound in my throat, this cry, I always  
feel it here.  When as a child, I drew a crude portrait of my professor, I tried to rid myself of  
the cry, but in vain.  When I painted the beef carcass it was still that cry that I wanted to  
liberate.  I still have not succeeded.14 
																																																						
11 As written in Exodus 20:4-6, the second commandment reads, “You shall not make yourself a carved 
image—any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water 
under the earth; you shall not bow down to them nor serve them.  For I, the LORD your God, am a jealous 
God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children to the third and fourth generations of those who hate 
Me, but showing mercy to thousands, to those who love Me and keep My commandments.   
12 Vorobëv, Life with the Painters of La Ruche, 13.   
13 Mayer Kirshenblatt, They Called me Mayer July: Painted Memories of a Jewish Childhood in Poland Before the Holocaust 
(Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2007), 105.   
14 Emil Szittya, Soutine et son temps (Paris: La Bibliothèque des Arts, 1955), 107.   
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This event perhaps inspired the painting of The Butcher Boy of 1919 (Figure 1), a damning portrait 
that evokes Soutine’s feelings towards the profession of a butcher.  Depicted by Soutine, the boy 
looks out to the viewer with blackened eyes.  The butcher is illustrated in shades of red and his body 
fades against a background of indistinguishable red tones.  Yet Soutine emphasizes the distorted 
features of the butcher with vivid brushstrokes of purple, blue, green, orange, and white.  
Consequently, the face of the butcher boy is presented as an open wound, as if Soutine slashed the 
subject’s face to reveal the colors that lay underneath.  Soutine places the executioner in a liminal 
space of the slaughtered, much like the aforementioned bird of his childhood. 
 The rejection of Soutine’s art by his community would lead to his inevitable departure from 
the shtetl and eventual career in Paris.  At the age of sixteen, Soutine risked dismissal from his 
community in exchange for a portrait of a religious figure in his village.  The following day, Soutine 
was attacked by the sons and friends of his portrait sitter and subsequently left to die.  Soutine did 
not recover easily, yet in a career-altering twist of fate, Soutine’s mother requested a small sum from 
the local court, affording Soutine the means to leave his village and pursue his art career abroad.15 
In 1909, Soutine briefly attended an art school in Minsk before departing for Vilna to attend 
a fine arts institution.16  No surviving art remains from his time in Vilna, but his childhood friend 
recounted that Soutine created sketches of “sadness, misery, and suffering.”  Soutine would stage 
Jewish burials, having his friend lie down and cover himself with a sheet.17  Soutine would 
immediately destroy the sketches, unsatisfied with his newly trained hands.  Luckily for Soutine, 
Vilna was home to a supportive Jewish community and when the artist was hungry, he would simply 
																																																						
15 As described in Szittya, Soutine et son temps, 13, Soutine sketched a portrait of a religious old man in the 
village, a direct violation of the second commandment.  Soutine’s mother sought compensation for damages 
towards Soutine and he was awarded fifteen rubles.   
16 Maurice Tuchman outlines Soutine’s journey to Minsk and Vilna in Chaïm Soutine, 1893-1943 (Los Angeles: 
Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 1968), 2.   
17 Ibid.  
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knock on doors until someone gave him food.18  However, this community was not immune to 
antisemitism and Soutine was subject to discrimination enacted by the director of the academy, who 
would destroy the rare letters Soutine received from his parents, as they were written in Yiddish.19  
Eventually, Soutine accumulated fifty rubles, enough to depart for Paris, or as Soutine would state 
“the promised land.”20  After a difficult childhood as an outsider within an outcast community, 
Soutine desired to experience the sensation of being not only a Jew but a “man like the others.”21 
Soutine Arrives in Paris 
On June 14, 1913, merely one year before the outbreak of World War I and seven years after 
Captain Dreyfus’s exoneration, Soutine arrived in Paris.22  Carrying with him the fifty loaned rubles, 
he eventually settled in one of the studios in La Ruche in Montparnasse, heeding the advice of 
fellow artists and residents of the studio complex.23  Fortunately for Soutine, speaking no French 
and flawed Russian at the time, a myriad of Yiddish-speaking Eastern European Jewish artists 
inhabited the studios of La Ruche.  In describing the atmosphere, one of the Eastern European 
artists, Marc Chagall, wrote in his autobiography:  
I moved into another studio more in keeping with my means, in ‘La Ruche’ (The Hive).  
That was the name given to a hundred-odd ateliers surrounded by a small garden, close to 
the Vaugirard slaughterhouses.  These ateliers were occupied by artistic Bohemians from all 
over the world.  While an offended model sobbed in the Russian ateliers, the Italian studios 
																																																						
18 Szittya, Soutine et son temps, 20.   
19 Ibid.  
20 As mentioned in Courthion, Soutine: Peintre du déchirant, 14, Soutine was gifted fifty rubles from a Jewish 
family in Vilna.  Before departing to Paris, Soutine described the city as “the promised land.”  
21 Quoted from Szittya, Soutine et son temps, 23, “It was in France where he desired to experience the sensation 
of not only being a Jew, but a man like the others.”   
22 Courthion, Soutine: Peintre du déchirant, 14.   
23 As discussed in Kenneth E Silver, The Circle of Montparnasse : Jewish Artists in Paris, 1905-1945 (New York: 
Universe Books, 1985), 13, La Ruche was located in the Passage Dantzig, in the 15th arrondissement of Paris.  
Jules Pascin, one of the first Jewish artists to arrive in Paris, served as a magnetic force in attracting other 
Jewish artists to arrive to La Ruche.   
	 11 
rang with songs and the sound of guitars, the Jewish ones with discussions… this is where 
the Bohemians, Italians and Jews live…It’s not far from the slaughterhouse, where skillful 
toughs savagely slaughter my poor cows.”24  
The studio complex of La Ruche was a construction by the sculptor Alfred Boucher, a space in 
which artists could cheaply live and create.25  As the living area was limited, around fifty studios in 
the entire complex, Soutine was unable to find a studio initially.  As a result, the artist relied on 
squatting and sharing studios with others.  When arriving in Paris, Soutine enrolled in a large class at 
the École Nationale des Beaux-Arts with Fernand Cormon.26  Suffering from the lack of a pension 
at the time, Soutine eventually unenrolled from the expensive course and decided to learn from 
other masters: those at the Louvre.  The Louvre itself was a symbol of Paris’ greatness; it housed 
masters from all over the globe.  He would copy paintings by his favorite artists, Rembrandt or 
Chardin, artistic influences that he would continue to emulate for the entirety of his career.  Élie 
Faure recalls seeing Soutine in the Louvre, mesmerized by Rembrandt: “I can see him approaching 
Rembrandt with a kind of reverent apprehension.  He stood there for a long time lost in a trance, 
stamped his food, and exclaimed: It’s so beautiful it drives me mad.  He especially admired a portrait 
by Charles Fouquet of Charles VII, claiming on multiple occasions the piece was “the greatest in the 
Louvre.”27  
The Louvre was also a space for bonding with other artists—Soutine and his beloved friend, 
Amedeo Modigliani, would work side by side, copying paintings.28  The Livorno-born Sephardic Jew 
																																																						
24 Marc Chagall, My Life (London: Atlantic Highlands, 1985), 103.   
25 As a result, struggling artists from around the world found their artistic place among the company of artists 
like Fernand Léger, Diego Rivera, Jacques Lipschitz, and Max Jacob, as mentioned in in Silver, The Circle of 
Montparnasse: Jewish Artists in Paris, 1905-1945, 24.  
26 Szittya, Soutine et son temps, 32.   
27 Valerie Bougault, Paris-Montparnasse: The Heyday of Modern Art, 1910-1940 (Paris: Terrail, 1997), 108. 
28 Referenced by Marevna in Life with the Painters of La Ruche, 17; Modigliani was trained in studios in Florence 
and Rome.   
	 12 
introduced the impressionable Soutine to artists new to him, including Goya, Velázquez, Giotto, 
Botticelli, and Tintoretto.  Soutine greatly admired his affluent and educated friend who, unlike 
Soutine, openly discussed his Jewishness with strangers.  Known to compulsively proclaim “I am a 
Jew,” while introducing himself to artists in Montparnasse, Modigliani was already fluent in French 
when arriving in Paris.29  In Paris, as soon as he arrived in 1913, Soutine belonged to a larger 
phenomenon of shtetl artists migrating to pursue their craft.  In addition to the growing circle of 
Jewish artists, there was a surge of shtetl Jews leaving the Russian Empire for France as a result of 
the failed 1905 revolution.30  With the enlarged Yiddish community in Paris, in 1913, the same year 
Soutine arrived in Paris, immigrants requested that the Paris consistory appoint an Eastern 
European cantor to fit the vacancy at the Saint Isaure temple whose congregants were of the same 
origin.  The consistory responded:  
The question which arises is the following: must they be given a functionary who will satisfy 
them as regards the chants and melodies of their country, but who will really not be, we 
won’t say French, but au courant of our customs or even French language, and therefore not 
of our mentality.  The matter is especially important since in Montmartre it’s a question of 
molding, of educating… this population.31   
This example illuminates the reluctance of the French Jewish community to accept the newly arrived 
shtetl community, partly in reaction to language disparity.  Shtetl artists like Soutine and Chagall 
																																																						
29 Multiple sources refer to Modigliani carrying the Old Testament with him at all times, in addition to the 
Divine Comedy, as referenced in Andrijauskas in Litvak art in the context of the École de Paris, 61.   
30 According to Paula Hyman, the rise in Russian Jewish immigrants to France around 1905 was occupational 
as well as a result of anti-Semitism and pogroms.  “Russian” Jews experienced the effects of industrialization 
in terms of work.  Hyman states, “Jews had played in the Russian economy as intermediaries between the 
countryside and the town or city…  With the development of the railroad, markets were no longer defined by 
the distance that a wagon could cover.  The emancipation of the serfs in 1862 also gave them unprecedented 
mobility that reduced their dependence on Jewish middlemen,” The Jews of Modern France (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1998), 117.   
31 Minutes of Religious Section, ACIP B 95 (1915) cited in, Ibid., 127.  
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came to Paris with an immediate disadvantage in terms of language, even with an existing French 
Jewish congregation.  The writer and friend of Soutine Emile Szittya wrote of Soutine’s initial arrival 
in Paris:  
Soutine quietly knocks on a door.  It is his desire to enter the “good society” that Poor  
Soutine!  This ‘good society’ will never open its doors for him…Soutine spoke only Yiddish  
and gibberish that desired to be Russian.  It was in Paris that he learned to read Russian  
literature for the first time… But it was too late.  The misery of Paris did the rest.  It forces  
Soutine to live on the margins of society and to remain what he has always been: a Jew…32 
Chagall, in reference to his status as a shtetl Jew in Paris, remarked: “I felt at every step that I was a 
Jew—people made me feel it!  Whenever I had any dealings with the young artists’ group, they hung 
my pictures (if they consented to hang them at all) in the remotest, darkest corner…And I thought: 
it must be because I am a Jew and have no country of my own.  Paris! No word sounded sweeter to 
me!”33  Much like Chagall, undesirable in Paris, it is this aspect of Soutine’s identity that would later 
affect both his artistic output and his art historical reputation.34 
Jewish Artists and World War I  
No art by Soutine remains from the years following his arrival, between 1913 and 1915.  At a 
tumultuous point in his life, filled with artistic uncertainty, the earliest work of Soutine is a piece 
dated to 1916 and representative of his poverty in Paris.  The artist was famous for taking knives to 
his paintings.  His future patron Madeline Castaing recounts Soutine’s destructive tendencies: “That 
																																																						
32 Szittya, Soutine et son temps, 16. 
33 Chagall, My Life, 105.  
34 Despite Chagall’s émigré status in Paris, the artist was able to adapt more comfortably to life in Paris than 
Soutine, as Chagall spoke fluent Russian in addition to Yiddish.  Chagall was at an immediate advantage, as he 
was able to converse with the myriad of Russian speakers at La Ruche.  Additionally, as referenced in 
Marevna in Life with the Painters of La Ruche, 15, Chagall had a happy childhood home, unlike Soutine, and his 
artistic talent was encouraged.  Though the two artists were raised in a “shtetl,” Chagall positively 
remembered his family and traditions of his upbringing.    
	 14 
evening, in bed, we heard Soutine open the door to his room, go past our door and up the stairs to 
the attic.  My husband rushed out and I followed. ‘Soutine, stop!’ He had a bottle of petrol! ‘Soutine, 
it’s a masterpiece! It’s a crime!’”35  The Russian artist Marevna recalls of that time, two years after the 
beginning of World War I, “life became very hard for foreigners, students and artists…all privileges 
were withdrawn for foreign artists as the war dragged on, in order to extend to French families.”36   
Immigrants seeking refuge in Paris were excluded from the World War I draft, yet the war 
provided a catalytic opportunity for immigrant artists.  By pledging their loyalty to France, 
immigrants were able to speed the process of assimilation as residents of France.  Shtetl-born artists 
like Simon Mondzain volunteered to participate in the light infantry division, and in the process to 
gain improved residency status in France.  Soutine, who desired to prove himself, volunteered for 
the draft, only to be rejected due to his “stomach ulcer, [being] subject to fits, and a defective left 
eye.”37  Instead, Soutine enlisted in a work brigade digging trenches, but his health did not allow for 
him to continue. 
In 1918, Soutine’s dealer, Léopold Zborowski, fled from Paris to Cagnes-sur-Mer with his 
wife Hanka before the signing of the armistice.38  Zborowski urged Soutine to join him, despite his 
wife’s interjections and disapproval of Soutine.39  Zborowski hoped that the landscapes of the south 
would inspire the reluctant Soutine.40  Eventually, Soutine settled in Céret and cemented his personal 
																																																						
35 Madeleine Castaing, “Memories of Soutine,” in Chaïm Soutine, 1893-1843 (London: Arts Council of Great 
Britain, 1982), 15-18.  
36 Vorobëv, Life with the Painters of La Ruche, 54.  
37 Ibid., 55.  
38 Referenced by Andrijauskas, Litvak art in the context of the École de Paris, 65.  
39 As stated in Ibid., 66, “Here, one of the main sources of interference was Zborowski’s aristocratically 
ambitious wife, Hanka, who disliked the proud, nonchalant, and shabbily dressed Soutine.  Once, when 
Hanka threw Soutine out of the Zborowski apartment, the offended Modigliani specially drew a life-size 
portrait of Soutine on an inner door, saying that some day it would bring a very high price.  Later, his 
assertion would prove to be true.”  
40 Soutine’s unhappiness was partially due to the untimely death of Modigliani.  The young artist died at the age of 35, 
leaving behind Jeanne, his bride.  Modigliani suffered from tuberculosis throughout his twenties and passed away in 
his apartment in Paris on January 24, 1919, as referenced in Kenneth Wayne’s Modigliani & the Artists of Montparnasse 
(New York: Harry N. Abrams in association with the Albright-Knox Art Gallery, Buffalo, N.Y., 2002), 44.  
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artistic style.  His first year in Céret proved to be especially difficult, as he was absent for 
Modigliani’s funeral.  Devastated and isolated, Soutine was remembered by town inhabitants as 
unfriendly and crazed.41  Despite his documented contempt for Céret, Soutine remained in the town 
until 1922.  In 1923, Soutine returned to Paris.  
During World War I, the mass loss of workers triggered the French government to expedite 
industrial growth by developing the Service de la main-d’oeuvre étrangère in 1917.42  As a result, Eastern 
European Jewish immigrants seeking religious tolerance outside the Russian Empire flocked to Paris 
for work.  After the war, drafted artists returned to the demographically transformed Paris and often 
made works of art about the war.  This newfound aptitude for war commemoration is described by 
writer Robert de la Sizeranne as “the new aesthetic of the battlefront,” writing:  
A naked and arid soil, convulsed, crumbled by the ramming of the shells, indiscernible, 
covered by the debris of crushed objects, riddled with shell holes, like giant ants, a petrified 
barren land where nothing grows, nothing moves, nothing lives…This is the setting found 
by painters who want to situate a battle-scene…Never has there been a war less en plein air.  
The artist who wants to depict its new and unique character will have to restrict himself to 
chiaroscuro and forget the intransigent theories of impressionism.43   
Soutine witnessed the shifting demographics of post-war Paris and the change of critics’ ideologies 
regarding foreign artists in Paris upon his return.44  When arriving in Paris, Soutine was aware of his 
outsider status as an immigrant from the shtetl and he yearned for rapid assimilation.   
																																																						
41 Esti Dunow, Soutine: Céret 1919-1922 (Céret: Musée d'Art Moderne de Céret, 2000), 38. 
42 This service recruited foreign workers to work as laborers and contribute to France’s weakened economy as a result 
of the war, as indicated in Nancy Green, The Pletzl of Paris: Jewish Immigrant Workers in the "Belle Epoque,” (New York: 
Holmes & Meier, 1986), 31.  
43 Robert de la Sizeranne, L’Art pendant la guerre 1914-1918 (Paris 1919): 226-7 as cited in Romy Golan, 
Modernity and Nostalgia : Art and Politics in France between the Wars (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995), 13. 
44 While living in interwar Paris, Soutine produced over fifty-nine paintings of carcasses. Paintings that remain 
in existence, as seen in the catalogue raisonné by Maurice Tuchman, Chaim Soutine (1893-1943): (Köln: 
Benedikt Taschen Verlag, 1993). 
	 16 
The Interwar Years  
In the early 1920s, Soutine’s aspirations were partially granted.  He no longer needed to rely 
on small stipends from his dealer, as he sold a sizeable amount of his oeuvre to Albert Barnes.45  An 
American scientist who earned his fortune in developing a silver nitrate antiseptic, Barnes was an 
avid art collector.46  He purchased around fifty canvases, although he immediately sold some of 
them to Paul Guillaume and Jonas Netter.  After his success, between 1922 to 1926, Soutine painted 
carcasses, inspired by the paintings housed in the Louvre.  He additionally enrolled in French lessons 
and improved his previously impoverished appearance.  His desire to shed his previous identity as a 
Yiddish-speaking Jew suddenly appeared possible with fiscal assets.47 
In June of 1927, Soutine exhibited his artworks in a one-man show at the Henri Bing gallery.  
Simultaneously, Soutine began his relationship with Madeleine and Marcellin Castaing.48  Soutine 
spent summers with the wealthy couple in their country house at Lèves from 1930 to 1935, 
diverging from his carcass imagery to paint live animals.  Subsequent to his exhibition success in 
1927, Soutine ceased to create his carcass paintings.  Aware of the tensions in Paris, Soutine created 
few paintings between 1933 and 1940.  According to Emil Szittya, Soutine “only saw world events 
when they touched him personally.”49  When Hitler came to power in 1933, he was forced to 
remember his Jewish ancestry.  As a result of the contentious time period and his declining health, 
the period of 1933 to 1940 was devoted to landscapes and live animal imagery.  In 1937, Soutine 
found himself with Henry Miller as a neighbor, who describes Soutine’s nature at the time:  
																																																						
45 Courthion, Soutine: Peintre du déchirant, 23.   
46 Silver, The Circle of Montparnasse : Jewish Artists in Paris, 1905-1945, 47.   
47 Vorobëv, Life with the Painters of La Ruche, 65.   
48 The Castaings were a wealthy French couple that would later become his art patrons.  Soutine would spend 
significant time in their country home in the 1930s, and was especially close with Madeleine, as discussed in 
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49 Szittya, Soutine et son temps, 102.  
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And then there was Soutine who lived right downstairs from me in the Villa Seurat.  By that 
times his bohemian days were finished.  And he was suffering from stomach and liver 
troubles and whatnot, and lived like a recluse.  I used to go down to borrow a knife and fork 
or salt and pepper form him now and then.  Once in a while he came upstairs to my place 
when we had a party.  He had an obsession with Rembrandt, who he idolized…he seems 
tamed now, as if he were trying to recover from the wild life of other days.  He hesitates to 
salute you in the open street, for fear you will get too close to him. When he opens his 
mouth, it’s to say how warm or cold it is—and does the neighbor’s radio bother you as 
much as it does him.50 
The same year, Soutine met Gerda Michaelis, a refugee from Nazi Germany.51  Within a month, she 
became Soutine’s primary caretaker as his medical condition deteriorated.  In 1939, Soutine and 
Michaelis spent the summer in Civry-sur-Serein, unfortunately finding themselves stranded and 
forced to go into hiding as a result of the outbreak of World War II.52  Soutine was granted 
permission to briefly return to Paris in 1940 and in consequence was separated from Michaelis.  In 
Paris, the artist was quickly introduced to Marie-Berthe Aurenche by the Castaings; they desired for 
him to have a companion to ease his pain.  Aurenche, a devout Catholic, was able to safely navigate 
Soutine’s process of going into hiding in Champigny-sur-Veuldre, as it was too dangerous for him to 
																																																						
50 Henry Miller, My Life and Times (Playboy Press, 1975), 165, as quoted in Billy Klüver and Julie Martin, 
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remain in Paris.53  Eventually, in early August 1943, Soutine was hospitalized in Champigny and on 
Aurenche’s orders, taken to Paris for surgery.54  The journey took two days, and Soutine passed away 
from a perforated ulcer immediately on his arrival in Paris. 55 
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described in Kleeblatt and Silver, An Expressionist in Paris: The Paintings of Chaim Soutine, 116.  
54 Ibid.   
55 Ibid..    
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“Ah, the giant is Rembrandt.  He’s a god, he’s god.  I [Gimpel] said to him: ‘No, there is one god; there are all the 
gods of Olympus.’ He disagrees.  For him, Rembrandt is the idol, excelling all painters.”56  
CHAPTER 2: THE SHTETL JEW AND THE LOUVRE 
In 1918, Soutine first evoked a childhood fixation with slaughter by painting Still Life with 
Chicken (Figure 2) and Still Life with Fowl (Figure 3).  In creating the initial carcass paintings of 1918, 
Soutine commenced his ten-year interpretation of the dynamics linking the butcher and the fowl, the 
executioner and the slaughtered.57  The same year, Soutine lived near the slaughterhouses of 
Vaugirard in Montparnasse; the Jewish artist Jacques Chapiro describes the sounds of the 
neighborhood:  
Carrying the stench of blood and the odor of death from the nearby abattoirs of 
Vaugirard…at other times there came from the abattoirs the brief bellowing of an ox; the 
mooing of a cow, the grunting of pigs, the bleating of a goat, or again the crowing of cocks 
of the neighborhood.58   
The reverberating cries from the slaughtered animals and the unmistakable smells of decay perhaps 
resonated with Soutine, triggering the artist to explore his involuntary memory of his first witnessing 
of a slaughter.  That was the case for Chagall, who noted in his autobiography when referencing La 
Ruche, “It’s not far from the slaughterhouse, where skillful toughs savagely slaughter my poor 
cows.”59  Much like Soutine, the shtetl-born artist Chagall would recall striking childhood memories 
of a butcher and his victims:  
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Chagall, My Life, 103.   
	 20 
In his stable there is a big-bellied cow; she stands and stares stubbornly…I reach out to put 
my arms round her muzzle, to whisper a few words to her—that she shouldn’t worry, I 
won’t eat the meat; what more could I do?  She hears the rye rippling, and she sees the blue 
sky behind the hedge.  But the butcher, in black and white, knife in hand, is rolling up his 
sleeves.  The prayer is hardly over before he holds her neck back and runs the steel into the 
throat.  Torrents of blood…Nothing can be heard but their clucking their rustling, and 
grandfather’s sighs amid the torrents of fat and blood.  And you, little cow, naked and 
crucified, you are dreaming in heaven.  The glittering knife has raised you to the skies.  
Silence.  The intestines uncoil and the pieces fall apart.  The skin drops off…The cows were 
slaughtered cruelly.  I excused it all.60   
Chagall entered the Parisian art world in 1910 and illustrated The Butcher (Figure 4) shortly after.  A 
recollection of the powerful village butcher; the gouache is Chagall’s interpretation of the barn in 
which the slaughter transpired.  The butcher is in action, wielding a hatchet covered with “torrents 
of blood,” and though he is depicted in profile, the slaughterer peripherally catches the viewer’s eye.  
A negative or perhaps even villainous portrayal, the butcher engages with the witness, clutching his 
cleaver with two hands, as he is simultaneously surrounded by faceless, helpless animals.  Chagall 
deviates from his illustrated gouache when describing the slaughtered cow in his autobiography, as 
the artist humanizes the animal, expressing her condition as naked, crucified, and disemboweled.  
Chagall details his own faults as a witness, “I excused it all.”  Both Chagall, the viewer, and the 
butcher are actors in the death of the cow.   
Despite a religious upbringing similar to Chagall’s, Soutine never unequivocally replicated a 
memory from his childhood like in The Butcher.  Raised in an Orthodox home in which the mere act 
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of creation was outlawed and reserved solely for God, Soutine intrinsically revolted against his 
Orthodox community with every painting he produced.  Nevertheless, Soutine began his carcass 
series in a pictorially restrained manner, as Still Life with Chicken is a distinctive iteration of Soutine’s 
early style and his influence from Paul Cézanne’s still-lifes; the carcass lies flat atop a dinner table 
and two empty cups flank its sides.  Soutine does not pictorially indicate that the hen has been 
slaughtered or plucked in preparation for a meal.  Instead, the chicken carcass is set by Soutine for 
dinner preparation.  It is possible that Soutine’s initial interest in carcasses was sparked by a war-torn 
Paris.  As the artist was living off rations and impoverished, Soutine’s early carcasses may be images 
of his aspirational fantasies for more substantive nourishment.  
The pictorial disparity between Still Life with Fowl and Still Life with Chicken is remarkable for 
two pieces created the same year.  In Still Life with Fowl, signs of Soutine’s dramatized and unique 
expressionistic style emerge; Soutine makes adventurous use of both brushstrokes and color.  The 
body of the chicken is made up of thick layers of bolder, unnatural colors.  The brightly toned fowl 
theatrically lays on a pillow surrounded by vivid orange onions, rather than dishware.  Soutine yields 
a graphic and unrealistic image; the background appears to be a blood-toned bed sheet, resulting in 
the viewer witnessing the fowl as not merely for sustenance.  
The precise reason for which Soutine retrospectively visited the subject of the slaughtered 
bird, a tale that had haunted him since childhood, is unknown.  Nonetheless, between the years of 
1922 and 1927, Soutine diverged from his interest in painting animal bodies for consumption by 
beginning to replicate carcass paintings located in the Louvre.  Soutine’s carcasses were not simply 
copies, the artist altered the Old Master paintings to conform to his own examination of his liminal 
position as an émigré artist in Paris.  In each painting by Soutine, the creature’s slaughtered 
condition is remarkable; and in effect, the carcass series is a presentation of the artist’s assertion of 
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control over his own vulnerability or “that cry I [Soutine] wanted to liberate.”  As a result, Soutine is 
inadvertently positioning himself as both an outsider and insider in the Parisian art world.   
Desired Assimilation: The Carcasses of 1922 to 1927 
 The same year Soutine was discovered by Albert Barnes, 1922, the artist obsessively and 
explicitly painted the meat of rabbits, hares, stingrays, turkeys, chickens, and cows.  In comparison 
to the carcasses of 1918, Soutine’s inspiration was not the comestible condition of a chicken, but 
rather his desire to explore his shifting immigration status by emulating the Old Masters; the artists 
Soutine found to be archetypes for success.  Emaciated fowl, sanguinary beef, and splayed rabbits 
are often skinned in these images—their titles often employ the adjective écorché.61  
As discussed previously, Soutine did not reside in Paris between the years of 1919 to 1922.  
Upon his return, Soutine returned to a divided art world, identified by art critics as a split between 
what they called the École Française and the École de Paris.  The École Française was conceived by critics 
as largely made up of French artists seeking to preserve French tradition subsequent to the arrival of 
foreign artists and the trauma of World War I62.  Contrastingly, the École de Paris was composed of 
foreign artists who immigrated to Paris to pursue a career in art, often settling in Montparnasse.  
Conservative French art critics regularly denounced the art of the foreigners in comparison to 
painters of the French tradition or the art of the masters housed in the Louvre, such as the critic 
Claude Roger-Marx, who in 1922 described Montparnasse in these terms:  
A barbarian horde has rushed like a plague, like a cloud of locusts, upon Montparnasse, 
descending from the cafés of the fourteenth arrondissement onto Rue de la Boétie, uttering 
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raucous Germano-slavic screams of war…Their culture is so recent!  Are they from our 
village?  No.  When they speak about Poussin, do they know the master?  Have they ever 
really looked at a Corot?  Have they ever read a poem by La Fontaine?  These are people 
from “somewhere else,” who know nothing of and, in the bottom of their hearts, look down 
on, what Renoir has called the graciousness of the French, that is the virtue of tact, the 
nuanced quality of our race… The peril has been exorcised and safe is the honor of the 
French school.63 
Writing for the journal Mercure de France in 1924, Gustave Fuss-Amoré critiqued interlocutors like 
Roger-Marx and asserted that Montparnasse was central to the Parisian art scene:  
For some, at Montparnasse, it is the stranglehold of the foreigner, the organization of 
sabotage, of thought and of French art by universal debauchery. In the eyes of fervents who 
have all the illusions and naivety of youth ... Meanwhile, Montparnasse reigns on the curious 
world of new forms and attracts the artists of the universe to him.64 
Additionally, other critics supported these émigré artists, such as the critic who coined the term École 
de Paris, André Warnod:  
How can we look on an artist as undesirable, if that artist looks on Paris as the Promised  
Land, a land blessed with painters and sculptors?  They are drawn here for significant  
reasons.  Our museums are justly famous, but even more than our artistic riches, these artists  
want to know the country where our great painters lived, breathe the art that they breathed,  
to be agitated by the arguments that agitated them, to feel the mildness of the climate, to  
																																																						
63 Louis Vauxcelles, “Le Carnet des ateliers,” Le Carnet de la semaine (1925) (Fonds Vauxcelles), as cited in 
Golan, Modernity and Nostalgia : Art and Politics in France between the Wars, 142.  
64 Gustave Fuss-Amoré, “Montparnasse,” Mercure de France (1924): 677-712.  
	 24 
admire the light, to finally know the happiness of enjoying and living in the liberty that art 
must have in order to blossom.65 
As Warnod suggested, Soutine, similar to other émigré artists, viewed Paris as the Promised Land 
and considered the masters of the Louvre to be his teachers.   
Barnes’s purchases offered Soutine an opportunity to further his goal of assimilation and 
alignment with the prestige of the Louvre.  Removing himself from La Ruche, Soutine rented an 
apartment near the cemetery in Montparnasse.66  He began to dress in suits and practice his French.  
He refused to speak Yiddish any longer to his compatriots.  For this reason, it is unsurprising that 
Soutine’s first two carcasses upon his return to Paris were interpretations of Jean-Baptiste-Siméon 
Chardin’s still-life, The Ray (Figure 5) and Hare with Powder Flask and Game Bag (Figure 6), two 
paintings in the Louvre collection that Soutine revered.   
 Previously only copying and observing paintings in the Louvre, Soutine earned the 
confidence needed to illustrate his own versions of Chardin’s carcass still-lifes in 1922.  Significantly, 
Soutine painted four versions of Still Life with Rayfish between 1922 and 1924.  In the 1923 version 
(Figure 7), Soutine focused on duplicating Chardin’s color palette of pale blues, pinks, and greens, 
omitting substantial compositional details from the Chardin original.  Yet in 1924, Soutine 
developed his personal style and color usage in Still Life with Rayfish (Figure 8).  The ray’s expression 
remains identical to Chardin’s portrayal, but Soutine alters the tonality and movement.  Soutine adds 
a dynamic quality to the artwork, a characteristic common in Soutine’s later carcasses, by utilizing 
wide, curved brushstrokes. 
Much like the first Still Life with Rayfish, Soutine painted his first écorché carcass in 1922 as 
well, Flayed Rabbit (Figure 9), an artwork featuring a contorted rabbit carcass.  Compositionally, 
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Soutine positions the carcass in a similar position to Hare with Powder Flask and Game Bag, yet Soutine 
entirely modifies the theme of the painting by exposing the innards of the carcass.  Its body rests on 
a white tablecloth with vivid yellow undertones.  The legs are positioned unnaturally; the ligaments 
appear to have been detached from their respective sockets.  The carcass is a fresh kill, despite the 
pristine condition of the table cloth, as the rabbit’s forearms are stiffened in rigor mortis.  Soutine 
exposes the muscle of the especially vulnerable areas of the rabbit—the head and the torso.  In 
Flayed Rabbit, Soutine departs from his carcass style of 1918.  The postmortem animal is the focal 
point of the composition; Soutine isolates the carcass from the scene of a dinner table.  
Furthermore, Soutine pictorially diverges in Flayed Rabbit from Chardin’s Hare with Powder Flask and 
Game Bag by inserting an additional element of vulnerability; Soutine modifies Chardin’s artwork by 
visually flaying the anatomy of the hare.    
In 1923, Barnes organized an exhibition at the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts; it 
featured nineteen of Soutine’s artworks, including Still Life with Rayfish of 1923.  In an essay 
discussing the École de Paris, Barnes states:  
These young artists speak a language which has come to them from the reaction between 
their own traits, the circumstances of the world we live in, and the experience they 
themselves had…to quarrel with them for being different from the great masters is about as 
rational as to find fault with the size of a person’s shoes or the shape of his ears.  If one will 
accord to these artists the simple justice of educated and unbiased attention, one will see the 
truth of what experienced students of art all assert: that old and new art are the same in 
fundamental principles.67   
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An example of Barnes’ concerns is the outspoken critic Fritz Vanderpyl.  In 1925, Vanderpyl 
criticized Jewish artists in the manner Barnes advised against, “to quarrel with them for being 
different form the great masters”:  
When going to visit the galleries of painting in the Louvre, from the bottom to the top and 
from one end to the other, for as many hours as you want ... we will not find a single Jewish 
work, except -if you want- Seated Peasant Woman by C. Pissarro ... If the names of his 
parents and his father's profession were not enough to prove that Rembrandt, the son of a 
miller near Leyden, was of pure Christian descent ... Well two years or two and a half years 
after the war, a friend of mine draws my attention to an article in a small avant-garde 
magazine in which we saw a young Pole from the Montparnasse district called "the greatest 
Jewish painter after Rembrandt."68 
Vanderpyl correctly identifies Rembrandt as a gentile, yet there was more to Rembrandt’s identity 
than his “purely Christian lineage.”  Living in the Jewish quarter of Breestraat in 1639, Rembrandt 
shared more similarities to artists like Soutine than the critic allows.  When Rembrandt first arrived 
in the Jewish quarter of Breestraat in 1626, his neighbors were new arrivals to Amsterdam, much like 
Soutine.69  Rembrandt developed relationships with his neighbors and in some respects was a part of 
the Breestraat Jewish community.  Thus in 1655, Rembrandt painted Slaughtered Ox (Figure 10).  
Drained of its blood, the ox appears to have been slaughtered by a kosher butcher; and in the 1920s, 
Slaughtered Ox was hanging in the Louvre for Soutine to admire.  For Jewish artists, Rembrandt was 
not simply a gentile, but rather an artist whose work representing aspects of Jewish life hung in the 
Louvre—whether it be in his Old Testament portrayals or an image of a slaughtered cow.    
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 Soutine venerated the art of Rembrandt above all else at the Louvre, as he continually 
proclaimed his desire to embody the persona of Rembrandt and described the artist as his God.70  In 
a Paris in which Soutine was still an outsider, Rembrandt represented an artist successfully existing 
on the threshold of both the gentile and Jewish community.  The Russian artist and friend of 
Soutine, Marevna, recalls “Soutine admired Rembrandt not only as supreme master and great 
humanist, but also because he was absorbed in Jews and their art and depicted many incidents from 
Jewish life.”71  Inspired by Slaughtered Ox, Soutine created variations of the ox in a series of beef 
carcasses.  To explore his desired composition of the carcass, Soutine purchased a large beef carcass 
from the Vaugirard slaughterhouses near Montparnasse.  He installed the carcass in his studio and 
would periodically soak it in fresh blood, so the beef would retain the freshly killed appearance of 
the carcass.72   
An example of this experience is Flayed Beef, 1925 (Figure 11).  In his painting, Soutine 
highlights the gaping torso with thick bands of bright red brushstrokes, against a brilliant blue 
background.  Soutine repeated this painting’s compositions eight more times and documented the 
carcass as it went through the process of decomposition.  His first interpretations of the carcass are 
painted in vivid reds and bright blues; eventually, however, in The Beef (Figure 12), Soutine paints a 
yellowed animal carcass against a background of more somber blues.  Typically, Soutine painted 
newly slaughtered carcasses; yet, in the beef series, Soutine depicts the stages of the carcass’ 
decomposition.  As quoted previously, Soutine mentioned to Emile Szittya in reference to the 
butcher of his childhood, “when I painted the beef carcass it was still that cry that I wanted to 
liberate.  I still have not succeeded.”  By painting the beef carcass, Soutine desired to resolve his 
																																																						
70 Gimpel, Diary of an Art Dealer, 374.   
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feelings towards both the butcher and the animal.  In creating a beef carcass, Soutine attempted to 
liberate his inner cry of vulnerability by elevating himself to a position of power as a creator, a 
butcher, and most of all, Rembrandt.  
Additionally, of the carcass images painted between the years 1922 to 1933, Soutine depicted 
fowl the most prolifically, rather than Rembrandt’s ox.73  As in his écorché carcasses, he depicts the 
fowl as vulnerable.  The specimen is often plucked of its feathers and is hung by a rope, as seen in 
Chicken on Blue Ground, 1925 (Figure 13).  The emaciated chicken’s mouth is open, almost shrieking.  
The naked and exposed chicken hangs from a rope; one cannot help but look away.  In his beef 
carcasses, Soutine is fascinated to reveal the innards of the animal, however, in Chicken on Blue 
Ground, Soutine portrays the chicken in a nude state.  Notably, in the 1920s, Soutine would frequent 
poultry shops in search a specific type of bird to paint, one with a “long neck and blue, flaccid skin.” 
Once offered a fat, healthy chicken by a French butcher, Soutine rejected the offer and insisted on 
an emaciated bird.74  Paradoxically, when shopping for a beef carcass, Soutine would request, “I 
want a calf’s head of distinction.”75  In contrast to the distinguished ox of Rembrandt, there is no 
Louvre inspiration for the fowl paintings, solely the memory of shlugn kapures, in which “at the end 
of the prayer, you would point to the bird and say three times, ‘you for death, me for life.’  The 
chicken was our scapegoat.”76  In an attempt to achieve absolution in his identity, Soutine sacrifices 
the vulnerable fowls of the 1920s by painting artworks like Chicken on Blue Ground.   
Despite his success after the Barnes’s purchases, Soutine did not resolve the dualities present 
in his identity, his status as an outsider in Paris and his plea to relieve himself of that position.  
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Soutine learned French, dressed accordingly, yet the artist was still unable to discard his identity as 
an Eastern European Jew, as Élie Faure describes Soutine’s inner turmoil:  
He hangs his dead poultry by the neck, the beak wide open, the tongue and the eye 
protruding, the marvelous coruscations of their cockscombs and their dewlaps still swollen 
and oozing with juices hardened forever.  Sometimes, they are nailed by their two wings, the 
neck hanging down, their soft and warm nakedness splashed with red stains, and they make 
you think of some liturgical crucifixion for some unknown holocaust offered up to the 
sacred appetites of the human animal.  Cruelty that does not come from the mind, but from 
the heart, obeying inexorable forces that drive us to the necessities of death.77   
The artist Marevna wrote that Soutine “loved France sincerely as a second country, however Soutine 
was fully and painfully aware that he was an immigrant and a Jew.  Like the wandering Jew…seeking 
inspiration for his creative vein.  Inevitably he returned to Paris, which he loves…”78  Throughout 
the entirety of his career, Soutine traveled away from France a handful of times, each time to visit 
Rembrandt’s paintings at the Rijksmuseum.79  In interwar Paris, the oeuvre of Rembrandt resonated 
with other Jewish artists experiencing conflicting identities.  Chagall, in describing his dual identity as 
an outsider in Imperial Russia and in France, writes in his autobiography:  
I would rather think of my parents, of Rembrandt, my mother, Cézanne, my grandfather, my 
wife.  I would have gone to Holland, to the south of Italy, to Provence, and stripping off my 
clothes, I would have said: “You see my friends, I’ve come back to you.  I’m unhappy here.  
The only thing I want is to paint pictures, and something more.”  Neither Imperial Russia 
																																																						
77 Élie Faure, Soutine (Paris: Editions Crès, 1929), 6.  
78 Vorobëv, Life with the Painters of La Ruche, 105.   
79 Ibid., 76.   
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nor Soviet Russia needs me.  I am a mystery, a stranger to them.  I’m certain Rembrandt 
loves me.”80  
  
																																																						
80 Chagall, My Life, 170.   
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CHAPTER 3: LIBERATION AND SLAUGHTER 
The Conclusion of the Carcasses: 1926 to 1931 
After painting dozens of fowl and beef carcasses in 1925, the following year Soutine made 
his last carcass of the ten-year series.  In subsequent years, from 1926 to 1933, Soutine altered his 
oeuvre to concentrate on the comparatively ordinary subjects of portraiture and landscape.81  In 
1927, Soutine received his first solo show and obtained reliable patrons; thus, the artist no longer 
found it necessary to showcase his internal battle with the assimilation process.82  In terms of his 
visual output, Soutine had seemingly resolved his artistic turmoil in 1927.   
Soutine’s final carcasses were marked by the same animal in which he began his series, hares.  
Similar to his 1925 fowl representations, Hanging Hare (Figure 14), is depicted floating in air, its legs 
tied to an invisible rope, dramatically cutting off the hare’s ankle circulation.83  The innards are no 
longer visible as in his first depiction of a carcass, but the artist shows the animal to be vulnerable in 
a different manner.  The creature is emaciated and barely illuminated by a light source.  The hanging 
body’s arms hang limply, covering the face of the animal.  The skin is jaundiced, emphasized by 
Soutine in brushstrokes of sickly yellow and green; Soutine indicates that the creature has been hung 
in a necrotic state for several days.  His last carcass is drastically more restrained than his first and no 
longer flayed or dramatically in movement like many of his fowls that were reminiscent of his 
childhood experiences in a shtetl.   
																																																						
81 In place of the carcasses, Soutine focused on portraits of French service workers, commissioned portraits, 
and French localities, including the Chatres Cathedral, as illustrated in the catalogue raisonné by Maurice 
Tuchman, Chaim Soutine (1893-1943). 
82 After the Barnes’s purchased in 1922, Soutine’s paintings were purchased by Paul Guillaume and Jonas 
Netter, prominent art dealers in Paris.  Soutine appeared in galleries more and more for this reason, as 
referenced in Raymond Cogniat, Soutine (New York: Crown, 1973), 66.  
83 Eight paintings of hare are in existence between 1925-1926, as seen in the catalogue raisonné by Maurice 
Tuchman, Chaim Soutine (1893-1943). The majority were purchased by Paul Guillaume in 1928. 
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Notwithstanding his success with collectors, Soutine did not achieve unanimous support 
from critics.84  Increased attention to his oeuvre led to criticism of his art, especially in reference to 
his racial status as a former shtetl Jew.  In 1928, the Jewish-Polish art critic Waldemar George wrote 
an essay devoted to Soutine, stating: 
What is the meaning of this art, whose origin is undefinable, which knows no law, no  
fatherland, and no directive principles, and is linked to no tradition? An exiled or a  
barbarian’s art? I challenge anybody to trace the filiation of Soutine’s art…The curse that  
weighs on his oeuvre extends to his whole race… A muted wind of revolt blows through his  
dramatic oeuvre (Isn’t the wandering Jew the archetype of the eternal rebel?... What can we  
say of this déraciné?) ... Soutine owes nothing to France, except his thirst for internal  
balance, which, thank God, he will never reach...”85 
Ignoring his own Jewish heritage, George describes Soutine’s art as racially determined while 
simultaneously accusing Soutine of being linked to “no tradition.”  It is perhaps appropriate to 
identify Soutine as uprooted, considering he arrived in Paris with limited French language ability as a 
Yiddish-speaking artist.  However, Soutine was consistently influenced by surrounding pictorial 
traditions in Paris, as displayed in both the carcasses of the 1920s and his later works.  As discussed 
by George, a wind of revolt in Soutine’s oeuvre exists, but in contrast to the assertions made by 
critics of the time, the artist is not attacking the French pictorial tradition.  Both in painting the 
carcasses of the 1920s, Soutine is attempting to heighten his position as a creator in Paris, an artist 
who overcomes his vulnerability as an outsider.    
																																																						
84 Waldemar George, Artistes Juifs: Soutine (Paris: Editions Le Triangle, 1928), 7-24.   
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In a manner similar to George, in 1931, anti-Semitic artist Jacques-Emile Blanche oddly 
mentions Soutine in an article arguing that French art has derailed as a consequence of the École de 
Paris:  
The swelling operative patient, I confided to Mrs. X, is a page [service worker] by Soutine, 
this Soutine which you must have, Madam, seen in the window of William's store...His career 
in fact, which had been very forgotten, had come at a moment when French painting was 
seized with anemia, he infused a young and fresh blood, which happened to be Jewish blood. 
This is what Mr. Uhde allows us to proclaim in his wake. Read the incomparable ... First of 
all, there was a collaboration of an element of capital importance, because it tends to diffuse 
the general European characters: I name the Jews ... (See the portrait of Soutine, 
nonetheless- but that's maybe a little Parisian boy?)86 
Blanche is referring to a portrait by Soutine of a bellboy (Figure 15).  Unlike the carcasses, Soutine’s 
The Bellboy leaves no room for interpretation with regard to Jewish mysticism, in contrast to 
Blanche’s initial analysis (though he hesitantly contradicts himself a few lines later by stating the boy 
might possibly be Parisian).  However, Blanche demonstrates the ubiquitous method of critics in 
approaching a work of art by Soutine.  Both Blanche and George search for Soutine’s identity in his 
art, yet both reveal their own individual fears and the French public’s scrutiny of Soutine’s former 
shtetl identity in the process.  Blanche, a French artist, worries he will be overtaken by foreigners.  
George desires to be seen as a part of French society.  Nonetheless, George defends Soutine in an 
article in 1931, responding to Blanche:  
M. Jacques-Emile Blanche lets out a loud cry of alarm.  M. Blanche is a man too subtle and 
especially too skeptical to obstruct the danger ... Talent is one thing. The influence of a work 
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is something else. Soutine has just entered the path of achievements. Never has his "form" 
been so good. He never spoke with so much ease, fullness. And, yet, his professed interest in 
hallucinated art, mysticism tainted with hysteria; the master of Smilowitchi is visibly 
diminishing. This progressive evolution of taste is first manifested in young painters, those 
hypersensitive beings who record the smallest transformations of the physical atmosphere of 
their time. The public cannot be aware of these variations of moral and emotional 
temperature. Also, the witnesses, even the most far-sighted and the most insightful, wave the 
scarecrow Soutine, as if this attribute of fear was still able to exert an influence on the 
destinies of French painting.87 
Soutine ceased to create the visceral carcasses of the 1920s in order to distance himself from his 
conflicting status as an émigré artist in interwar Paris.  Although Soutine remained the “master” of 
his shtetl to various critics, the artist’s internal and pictorial shift did not go unnoticed by George 
who had previously questioned whether Soutine’s oeuvre was “an exiled or barbarian’s art.”  
Although, after a period of reconciliation for the troubled artist, his vulnerable identity would be 
exposed anew in the political climate of the 1930s.  
Rising Tensions in the Jewish Community of Paris   
Demographically, the Parisian Jewish population transformed between the time of Soutine’s 
arrival and the mid-1930s.  Within twenty years, Eastern European Jews outnumbered native French 
Jewry, as the ratio was three Eastern European Jews to two French.88    The French public was wary 
of the changing population, as represented in C. Welter’s article for the Mercure de France in 1926:  
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The Jew is in fashion. Served in all sauces ... the Jew is not presented solely on the national 
side of the problem. Can the Jew assimilate or not? On the contrary, if we want to preserve 
France, let us not hesitate to call for aid from the Jews who live among us and who are 
jointly interested the success of our enterprise. Let us beware of Jewish folly, but let us know 
how to appreciate Jewish wisdom.89 
In claiming the Jewish community is à la mode, Welter is referring to the growing population of the 
Jewish community, partly because of the influx of Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe to 
France.90  As a result of the arrival of Jewish immigrants from Eastern European, Yiddish was 
frequently utilized in neighborhoods with large populations of Eastern European Jewry, such as 
Belleville and the Pletzl. Yet anti-Semitism escalated after the mid-1920s, specifically in 1931, when 
the global economic crisis following the Wall Street Crash of 1929 reached France.91   
 In consequence of the Wall Street Crash, the art market collapsed in both the US and in 
Paris, leading to further the divide between the École de Paris and the École Française.92  
Additionally, after Hitler’s accession to power in Germany in 1933, tens of thousands of German-
Jewish refugees arrived in Paris.   
Antisemitism steadily increased during this time and as a result, according to Tobias Metzler, 
“a small bilingual booklet ‘containing good advice for those who had fled intolerance and 
persecution searching for refuge in France’ published by the Comité d’Assistance aux Réfugiés”93 
was distributed to foreign Jews.  It contained such guidance as:  
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1. Do not commit yourself to political activities prohibited by the law of our county.  
2. Keep an eye on your outfit.   
3. Be polite and discrete.  
4. Be modest.  Do not speak highly of the qualities of your country of origin you think 
France lacks.  ‘Back home everything was better’ is a shocking phrase to the French ears.  
5. Learn to express yourself in French quickly.  Do not speak out loud.  If you speak a 
foreign language, avoid using it in public, in the street, on public transportation, or on the 
terrace of a café.  
6. Respect all our laws and customs… 
We want you to be useful and we ask you to help us by following these advices which are 
your duty to the French community welcoming you.94   
By the year 1933, Soutine was painfully aware of his wavering political status.  Soutine traveled to 
the countryside more and more in order to heal his ulcer and to escape the Paris climate.  In a 
relationship with a German refugee, Gerda Michaelis, Soutine was no longer comfortable residing in 
Paris by 1937.  As mentioned previously, Miller described his Parisian neighbor in 1937:  
Once in a while he came upstairs to my place when we had a party.  He had an obsession 
with Rembrandt, who he idolized…he seems tamed now, as if he were trying to recover 
from the wild life of other days.  He hesitates to salute you in the open street, for fear you 
will get too close to him. When he opens his mouth, it’s to say how warm or cold it is—and 
does the neighbor’s radio bother you as much as it does him.95  
 
																																																						
94 As referenced by Metzler in Tales of Three Cities : Urban Jewish Cultures in London, Berlin, and Paris; Comité 
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95 Miller, My Life and Times, 165. 
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Lamb to the Slaughter: Soutine’s Absolution  
As a result of the political situation and his declining health, the period of 1933 to 1940 was 
artistically stagnant for Soutine.  According to Emil Szittya, Soutine “only saw world events when 
they touched him personally.  When Hitler came to power in 1933, he was forced to remember his 
Jewish ancestry.”96  Remarkably, Soutine’s artistic output aligned itself with Szittya’s statement.  In 
1933, Soutine returned to his creation of carcasses, but these paintings contrast greatly with the 
carcasses of the 1920s.  Instead of the graphic or “morbid” images of the 1920s, Soutine produced 
images illustrating his own empathy towards animals.  In works distinctly different from his previous 
Louvre inspiration, Soutine mirrors his own physical and political vulnerability through animal 
imagery. 
He commenced in 1933 by returning to a familiar subject, a carcass.  After The Hare, the last 
carcass painting of the 1920s, however, Soutine reverts once more to fowl to create Plucked Goose 
(Figure 16).  In direct contrast to the earlier carcasses, the goose engages with the onlooker.  With 
one bloodied eye, the goose stares out to the viewer, shedding several crimson tears.  A visceral 
painting, Plucked Goose forces the spectator to empathize with the dying animal.  The goose is not 
explicitly slaughtered; the only indication of its injury is its contorted neck, split in half and visually 
divided from its body with brushstrokes of vivid reds.  The stark white of the feathers is emphasized 
by Soutine’s usage of vibrant purples, oranges, and reds, in order to designate the under layer of 
skin, the pink belly of the plucked, exposed, and dying goose.  Unlike any of his previous carcasses, 
Soutine commiserates with the dying animal, as it lies down to die in a churning sea of deep blue and 
brown paint.   
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Also in 1933, Soutine created Horse (Figure 17) and Donkey (Figure 18).  He composes the 
two paintings identically, as all of the animals are positioned with their heads sullenly bowed.  
Soutine alters his color usage in each painting, as the background of Small Donkey is in darkness.  
Madeleine Castaing describes Soutine discussing the imagery behind the Horse:  
Come with me, I beg you, I’ve found such a lovely horse, it looks almost human.  I’d like to 
paint it; I’ll never find such a lovely animal again!’  We set off to the ends of the earth, and 
there in the wood was a family of showmen—children, parents—all sitting on the grass 
eating their lunch.  In the clearing stood the gypsy caravan and the unyoked horse, 
exhausted, its coat covered with mud and sores too.  ‘Its eyes are human eyes, they express 
such suffering and exhaustion, it hasn’t the strength left to lie down and wait for a merciful 
release.’97   
The atmosphere of Horse and Donkey differs greatly from Soutine’s Plucked Goose: the two animals are 
painted from a distance, while Plucked Goose is an intimate portrayal of a slaughtered animal.  Unlike 
the goose, the horse and donkey are granted the ability to live, even if it is in solitude.  Soutine 
inadvertently represents his own feelings of loneliness as he secludes himself from Paris; while the 
goose may represent an undesired future outcome for the dying painter.   
By 1940, Soutine had limited energy and resources to paint, as a result, the paintings of the 
1940s are the artist’s final testament to the world, The Lamb Behind the Barrier (Figure 19) and The Pigs 
(Figure 20).  The Lamb Behind the Barrier is, as described, behind a fence.  Raising its head and baring 
its teeth, there is a distance between the viewer and the animal.  The animal protects itself from the 
public, perhaps an allusion to Soutine’s seclusion.  The subject matter of The Pigs differs 
considerably.  Huddled together, regarding one another, and close to the viewer, the animals 
																																																						
97 This memory is a story from when Soutine was living in the countryside with the Castaings; Castaing, 
“Memories of Soutine,” in Chaïm Soutine, 1893-1843, 15-18. 
	 39 
innocently seek comfort.  Most likely a reflection of Soutine’s desire to discard his Jewish identity, 
and his partnership with Marie-Berthe Aurenche, Soutine paints his relationship as a source of 
protection.  Before his death, Soutine would state, “I want to be shaved! I do not want to go into the 
other world with a shaggy beard;” Soutine was knowledgeable of his impending death.98   
Yet each live animal shares a common theme in Soutine’s period of hiding: the animals are in 
positions of helplessness.  No longer struggling between the status of the executioner or the 
slaughtered, as he once did, Soutine accepts his fate as a defenseless creature, resolving his identity 
as an animal awaiting public slaughter.  A prolific artist, Soutine’s final subject matter are live 
animals.  Soutine achieved a form of success in the late 1920s that allowed for him to discard his 
graphic images of carcasses.  Yet, in 1933, Soutine’s identity shifted; he no longer desired to position 
himself as a powerful creator or executioner.  Plucked Goose is Soutine’s first external plea, as unlike 
his previous carcasses, Soutine humanizes and empathizes with the slaughtered.  In The Lamb Behind 
the Barrier, Soutine attempts to protect himself from France while in creating Horse and Donkey, 
Soutine evokes his desperation, distant from the onlooker.  And finally, in The Pigs, Soutine finds 
comfort in Aurenche’s protection in hiding.  Soutine previously claimed:  
Once I saw the village butcher slice the neck of a bird and drain the blood out of it. I  
wanted to cry out, but his joyful expression caught the sound in my throat, this cry, I always  
feel it here. When as a child, I drew a crude portrait of my professor, I tried to rid myself of  
that cry, but in vain. When I painted the beef carcass it was still that cry that I wanted to  
liberate. I still have not succeeded.99   
In 1933, Soutine liberated himself from that cry.  The artist visually slits the neck of the animal and 
finally releases himself from his confused identification with both the executioner and the 
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slaughtered.  In the emotive, sympathetic piece, Soutine is seen as split in half, overturned much like 
he was by the executioner’s joyful expression.  As a result, the French public is positioned as 




“Soutine quietly knocks on a door.  It is his desire to enter the “good society” that Poor Soutine!  This ‘good society’ 
will never open its doors for him… But it was too late.  The misery of Paris did the rest.  It forces Soutine to live on 
the margins of society and to remain what he has always been: a Jew…”100  
CONCLUSION 
Upon his death in 1943, Soutine’s mistress and caretaker, Marie-Berthe Aurenche, organized 
Soutine’s burial plot and funeral in Montparnasse Cemetery.101  The cemetery is secular, yet several 
sections of the cemetery group together the graves of French Jews.102  Far from the Jewish section, 
Soutine’s simple gravestone is a slab of granite positioned horizontally against the ground, and upon 
Aurenche’s request, adorned with a cross.  However, Soutine’s grave remained unmarked until 1963, 
when the city of Paris paid for his name to be engraved onto the granite, above the cross.103  Despite 
Aurenche’s conjectures with regard to Soutine’s supposed Catholic beliefs, Soutine perished in 1943 
as a result of his ethno-religious background.  In Smilovitchi, Soutine was forced to the threshold of 
two separate worlds; the first being his required subservience to Orthodox Jewish customs and the 
second, his personal desire to create art.  In Paris, Soutine fought to assimilate and rid himself of the 
familiar outsider status ingrained from birth.  Finally achieving success as an artist in the 1920s, 
Soutine attempted to resolve his identity issues by aligning himself with the powerful and respected 
artists of the Louvre.  Haunted by images of slaughter from his childhood, Soutine was never able to 
fully assimilate and rid himself of his foreign identity as the fowl imagery and Plucked Goose make 
clear.  His burial in a plot marked with a cross means that even in death, Soutine’s identity exists in 
perpetual liminality.  
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In 1947, three years after Soutine’s death, Marc Chagall painted Flayed Ox (Figure 21).  
Considering the fame of Soutine’s beef carcass, this painting can be read as a tribute to his former 
neighbor in La Ruche.  Chagall had left for America in 1941, where he then created Flayed Ox.  
Evoking Rembrandt, a beef carcass of similar stature and composition is the focal point of the 
scene.  Chagall paints a bloodied animal much like the carcasses of Soutine, in contrast to 
Rembrandt’s drained Flayed Ox.  Flanking the left side of the carcass is a fowl, escaping the horror of 
the enormous ox.  Even though the carcass is seemingly dead, the animal drinks from a bucket.  
Above the ox flies a religious figure, his arm spreads and his mouth open in horror, regarding the 
mammoth carcass.  Remarkably, and differing from Soutine’s carcasses, the setting of the painting is 
identifiable, the shtetl of Chagall’s childhood, similar to the village in which Soutine was raised.  In a 
similar vein, the shtetl-born Jacques Lipchitz produced the sculpture The Sacrifice in 1949.  Much like 
Chagall, and in contrast to Soutine, Lipchitz escaped to America from Paris in order to evade the 
persecution of the Jewish community in France.  The Sacrifice (Figure 22) features a religious figure 
puncturing a screeching fowl.  At his feet sits a lamb, an allusion to the sacrificial lamb.  Lipchitz, 
familiar with the Jewish custom of the absolution sacrifice of a fowl, presents the fowl as an allegory 
for those killed in World War II.   
Soutine had the opportunity to leave France for America in the early 1940s.  Recognizing 
Soutine’s international success as an artist, an American sponsor offered to pay and aid Soutine with 
his departure from France.  The reason why Soutine did not escape is undetermined, perhaps 
correlating with his health or his lack of desire to become a foreigner once again.  As demonstrated 
by Chagall in 1947, the beef carcass serves as an allusion to Soutine’s identity.  Idolizing Rembrandt, 
Soutine desired nothing more than to embody the Old Master and successfully exist on the 
threshold of two worlds.  In the 1920s, Soutine was inspired by both Rembrandt’s oeuvre and 
identity, resulting in an attempt to depict France in a beef carcass.  Yet before his death, Soutine 
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began to emulate the Old Masters of the Louvre less and empathize more with the animals depicted 
in his paintings.  Realizing he would never reach full assimilation in France as a Jewish artist, Soutine 
accepted his fate as the sacrificial fowl, a symbol of absolution as indicated in his portrayal of the slit 
neck of a bird in Plucked Goose and in the imagery of Lipchitz’s The Sacrifice.  Soutine perished after 
depicting plentiful sacrificed fowl in the mid-1920s.  Perhaps, the escaping fowl in Chagall’s artwork 
may finally state “you for death, me for life,” as was customary in the shtetl, thus releasing Soutine 
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Figure 3 – Chaïm Soutine, Still Life with Fowl, 1918-1919. Oil on canvas. Private collection.   
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Figure 6 – Jean-Siméon Chardin, Hare with Powder Flask and Game Bag, 1728. Oil on canvas. 
Musée du Louvre.  
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Figure 7 – Chaïm Soutine, Still Life with Rayfish, 1923. Oil on canvas. Cleveland Museum of Art. 
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Figure 18 – Chaïm Soutine, Donkey, 1934. Oil on canvas. Private collection.  
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Figure 19 – Chaïm Soutine, Lamb Behind a Barrier, 1940. Oil on canvas. Private collection.  
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Figure 22 – Jacques Lipchitz, The Sacrifice, 1949. Bronze. The Jewish Museum.  
	
